(Data in metric tons unless otherwise noted) Domestic Production and Use: The zirconium-silicate mineral zircon is produced as a coproduct from the mining and processing of heavy minerals. Typically, zirconium and hafnium are contained in zircon at a ratio of about 50 to 1. Two firms produced zircon from surface-mining operations in Florida and Virginia. Zirconium metal and hafnium metal were produced from zirconium chemical intermediates by two domestic producers, one in Oregon and the other in Utah. Zirconium chemicals were produced by the metal producer in Oregon and by at least 10 other companies. Ceramics, foundry applications, opacifiers, and refractories are the leading end uses for zircon. Other end uses of zircon include abrasives, chemicals, metal alloys, and welding rod coatings. The leading consumers of zirconium metal and hafnium metal are the nuclear energy and chemical process industries. Depletion Allowance: 22% (Domestic), 14% (Foreign).
Salient
Government Stockpile: None.
Events, Trends, and Issues: Domestic production of zirconium mineral concentrates increased compared with that of 2011, and consumption was stable. Domestic mining of heavy minerals continued near Stony Creek, VA, and Starke, FL. Permitting applications were submitted for a new zircon mine in Georgia; construction was planned to begin in early 2013, and production was expected to begin in August 2013, with 16,000 tons per year of zircon production anticipated.
Global production of zirconium concentrates (excluding the United States) decreased significantly compared with that of 2011, in response to weakening demand that began in the final quarter of 2011. Chinese consumption decreased relative to that of 2011 owing to a slowdown in the Chinese economy and resulting slowdown in housing construction, in which zircon is used in ceramic tiles and sanitaryware.
In the Eucla Basin, Australia, zircon production from the Cyclone project was expected to begin in 2015, with production of about 65,000 tons per year expected during a mine life of 10 years. The Lethbridge South Mine on Tiwi Islands was commissioned early in 2012, and a total of 29,000 tons of zircon and rutile was anticipated to be produced by late 2012, but mining was expected to be completed there in 2013. The Kilimiraka project, also on Tiwi Islands, was expected to begin production in 2014 and to have a mine life of 8 to 10 years. In Senegal, the Grande Cote project was expected to produce about 80,000 tons per year of zircon by the end of 2013.
China planned to increase its nuclear power development, which would likely increase demand for nuclear-grade zirconium and hafnium, which are used for nuclear fuel cladding.
